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Executive Summary 
 

Project Overview 

 

Introduction  

The Narrow River Watershed (also referred to as the Pettaquamscutt River) has long been 

recognized as a special place.  The scenic beauty of the Narrow River, the ecological resources 

of the estuary and wetlands, the historic and cultural resources along the rivers, and the 

opportunities for water-based recreation, including fishing, shellfishing, and swimming in the 

watershed are important values to the local communities and to the State of Rhode Island.  In 

some areas of the watershed, these water resources (both groundwater and surface water) are of 

excellent quality.  However, in other areas, waterbodies are not meeting their designated water 

quality goals.   

 

View of Narrow River from Bridgetown Bridge looking south.  (Google Maps) 

 

Purpose of Plan 

This plan is for the purpose of guiding actions to protect and restore the quality of the water 

resources and aquatic habitats in the Narrow River watershed.  A description of the water 

resource conditions, and the pollutants and other stressors and threats to water resources are 

discussed, along with a history of key actions that have been taken to protect and improve the 

water resources in the watershed.   

 

Watershed planning recognizes the geographical watershed as the appropriate unit for 

understanding and managing the water resources within it, and takes a comprehensive look at the 
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land uses, water uses, and human activities within the watershed that influence the quality of its 

water resources.  Watershed plan development incorporates water quality monitoring 

information and input from stakeholders across all levels of government and non-government 

organizations involved within the watershed in order to identify priority goals and action items to 

more effectively manage the water resources in the watershed.   

 

Informing the Plan 

 

Information for this plan was obtained from existing water quality reports, aquatic habitat 

reports, and pertinent plans and studies.  Information was also obtained through discussions and 

input from staff from the local municipalities and state government, the Narrow River 

Preservation Association, and the other organizations involved in protecting and restoring the 

water resources in the watershed.   

 

Goals for the plan were prioritized based on interest in particular water resource concerns and 

needs in the watershed and stakeholder input at the workshops.  Implementation action items 

were prioritized based on the goal priorities, professional judgement of the direct applicability of 

the action to address the concern, relative ease of implementing the measure, and stakeholder 

input during meetings and workshop exercises. 

 

Watershed Description 

 

The Narrow River watershed is located on the southwest 

side of Narragansett Bay and encompasses a portion of the 

towns of North Kingstown, South Kingstown, and 

Narragansett.  The watershed drains an area of 

approximately 8,650 acres into the Narrow River, which is 

an estuary approximately 6 miles long, with three major 

freshwater tributaries.  The Narrow River is mostly very 

shallow, with the exception of two very deep basins at its 

north end.  There are three major freshwater lakes and a 

number of small and intermittent streams and freshwater 

wetlands in the uplands of the watershed, two salt ponds, 

and coastal wetlands along the estuary.  The watershed 

supports a public drinking water groundwater supply; 

popular fishing, swimming, and boating areas; shellfish 

growing areas; and fish and wildlife habitats.   

 

 

Narrow River Watershed Locus 
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In general, the watershed has a rural to suburban development 

pattern, with just under 12% impervious surface coverage.  Over 

60% of the watershed is forested or wetlands and 33% of the 

watershed area is protected conservation land.  The most densely 

developed area in the watershed is along the Narrow River within 

the Town of Narragansett, which is residential development that 

has been sewered over the past 20 years.  The least developed 

area is within the Town of North Kingstown where there is no 

public water or sewer available.  The watershed area contains 

only 4% commercial development land uses and about 4% 

agricultural development land uses, while the predominate 

developed land use in the watershed is residential, at 24%.   

 

 

Key Issues in the Watershed  

 

One of the most prominent issues facing the watershed 

is the permanent closure, since 1985, of the Narrow 

River to shellfishing due to historically high bacteria 

concentrations impairing this waterbody.  Despite the 

amount of investment in both wastewater and stormwater improvements in the watershed over 

the past 20 years, this problem of high bacteria is not yet resolved.  The shape and geology of the 

watershed influences the susceptibility of this river to pollutant accumulation, while the capacity 

of the natural system is overburdened by the impact of the development and associated activities 

in the watershed.  As depicted in the Narrow River Special Area Management Plan, 

approximately 22% of the watershed is considered ñLand 

Developed Beyond Carrying Capacity.  A more concerted and 

continued effort is needed to reverse this negative impact of 

development.   

 

Other concerns include protecting the high-quality groundwater 

drinking water source; addressing high nitrogen levels in the 

estuary which threatens aquatic habitat; addressing phosphorus 

nutrient pollution and aquatic invasive species in the freshwater 

lakes; and protecting and restoring freshwater and coastal wetlands and their buffers to promote 

resiliency to climate change and retain the valuable benefits and functions they provide to clean 

water, stormwater flood and erosion control, and wildlife habitat.   

 

The predominant sources of water pollution in the watershed come from stormwater runoff, 

improperly treated wastewater, and pet and wildlife/waterfowl waste.  The watershed is also 

confronting the adverse impacts of sea level rise. 
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Watershed Plan Goals 

 

Goals for the Narrow River Watershed Plan are to:  

¶ Open shellfishing areas 

¶ Protect drinking water supplies 

¶ Protect and restore fish and wildlife habitats 

¶ Protect and restore wetlands and their buffers 

¶ Protect and restore recreational opportunities 

 

 

Priority Action Items 

 

The high priority action items necessary to adequately and effectively address the impairments 

and concerns in the watershed are listed below.  These actions are in addition to many existing, 

on-going actions that are taking place in the watershed to monitor, protect, and improve 

conditions.  The full list of recommended action items is included in Section VIII.  

 

Stormwater Management Actions 

¶ Eliminate illicit sanitary and gray-water connections to storm sewers.   

¶ Install stormwater BMPôs per the Narrow River TMDL as resources allow. 

¶ Continue to install stormwater BMPs per South Kingstown stormwater implementation 

strategy to implement the Narrow River TMDL. 

¶ Conduct feasibility and prioritization study for mitigation actions/ BMPs identified in the 

Crooked Brook TMDL. (Narragansett) 

¶ Implement stormwater mitigation to treat runoff from outfalls identified in the Crooked 

Brook TMDL as prioritized by feasibility study.  (Narragansett) 

¶ Consider adopting local stormwater requirements, including soil erosion control, for 

development projects smaller than one acre (smaller than the state minimum requirement) 

for new and redevelopment applications. 

¶ Review existing planning and development ordinances to evaluate what Low Impact 

Development (LID) techniques are included, decide what LID techniques would be 

appropriate for the community to incorporate, and adopt the use of the selected LID 

techniques into local development regulations for use in proposed development and 

redevelopment projects. 

¶ Ensure ordinances pertaining to Post Construction Stormwater Runoff Control are 

applied to all zoning districts; and also address the legal enforcement of operation and 

maintenance requirements, particularly for stormwater BMPôs on private property. 

¶ Ensure adequate resources to properly maintain BMPs. 

¶ Provide public education on ógood housekeepingô efforts that residents (and business 

owners) in the Narrow River Watershed can do to reduce pollutants in stormwater runoff.  

¶ Increase and improve performance of street sweeping of entire watershed.  Per the 

Crooked Brook TMDL, perform more frequent street sweeping of South Pier Road (to 

prevent sediment load observed in Sprague Brook at CB-14). 
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Wastewater Management Actions 

¶ Continue to implement and enforce local OWTS wastewater management plans, 

ordinances, and programs.  

¶ Strengthen each townôs role in identifying and addressing failed OWTSs. 

¶ Identify locations of failed septic systems and cesspools, and enforce repairs, upgrades 

(nitrogen removal), or connections to sewer.  Priority areas include near Mumford Road, 

Mettatuxet Brook, and Middlebridge. 

¶ Require homes or businesses in the sewered areas that are not connected to the sewer to 

connect. (Enforce existing connection requirements.) 

 

Pet Waste Management Actions 

¶ Towns enforce local ordinances and improve strategies requiring owners to pick up after 

their pets on all property.   

¶ Implement Crooked Brook TMDL recommendations to enforce existing town pet 

ordinances at:  stream channel running through Sprague Park, and Kingstown Road 

outfall to Sprague Pond. 

¶ Control pet waste at Dog Island and around the Narrows. 

 

Wildlife/Waterfowl Management Actions 

¶ Provide public education on the negative impacts of feeding waterfowl. 

¶ Identify a local group to devise a sustainable strategy to address waterfowl/wildlife 

management in the watershed.  Perform a study of wildlife locations and concentrations 

in the watershed and their impact to water quality of the freshwater stream input to the 

Narrow River (bacteria and nitrogen).   

¶ Encourage residents to allow tall, coarse vegetation to grow along the banks of the river 

segments frequented by waterfowl or install commercially available fencing to restrict 

waterfowl access to the water. (Consider a demonstration project to educate and spur 

interest.) 

 

Lawn and Turf 

¶ Educate residents why and how to limit application of fertilizers and pesticides to gardens 

and lawns to recommended doses and avoid application prior to rain events.  Consider 

offering ófreeô assessments and/or demonstrations. 

 

Wetland Protection and Restoration Actions 

¶ Target wetlands and ample buffers for open space protection strategies, including 

purchases, easements, and through alternative zoning techniques that require open space.  

Focus on assemblage of large areas of protected land in order to provide better protection 

for wetlands. 

¶ Protect marsh migration areas on the Narrow River through land acquisition and 

conservation easements, and where possible, remove barriers to migration (such as 

parking lots, hardened shorelines, etc.).   
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¶ Incorporate Low Impact Development techniques in local regulations to the maximum 

extent practicable. 

¶ Develop or update local conservation development ordinances to shift new construction 

and development projects away from SLAMM projected potential salt marsh areas. 

¶ Expand the óNo Wake Zoneô in the Narrow River to protect salt marsh and eelgrass bed 

habitats from increased erosion caused by motor boat wake energy.   

 

Buffer Protection and Restoration 

¶ Develop a watershed wide Buffer Protection and Restoration Plan 

¶ Work with landowners to promote buffer protection and restoration where possible. 

¶ Address horse farm property per Crooked Brook TMDL. (Lack of buffer on this property, 

also potential agriculture use.) 

 

Invasive Species Management Actions 

¶ As opportunities arise, take actions to control and manage invasive species in the 

watershed. 

 

Climate Change Resiliency Actions 

¶ Municipal Boards and commissions educate themselves on the impacts of flooding and 

sea level rise.  Recommended for all Board members to complete the PREP-RI on-line 

module series. 

 

Open Space/ Conservation Management Actions 

¶ Continue to pursue open space conservation, with a priority on areas that contribute to the 

protection and restoration of water quality and aquatic habitats, including wetlands and 

buffers, coastal marshes and migration areas, groundwater reservoirs and recharge areas, 

and Conservation Opportunity Areas.  Also focus on the connectivity of these areas. 

¶ Continue to restrict development in Areas of Critical Concern identified in CRMCôs 

Narrow River SAMP to low density residential use or acquire land as open space. 

Consider economic incentives for owners not to develop in these areas. 

 

Groundwater/Drinking Water Protection 

¶ Continue to acquire land and development rights, and to encourage land conservation in 

groundwater protection areas. 

 

Monitoring and Evaluation Actions 

¶ Continue monitoring to identify potential areas that can be opened for shellfishing. 

¶ Monitor bacteria in the Crooked Brook subwatershed in accordance with the Crooked 

Brook Bacteria TMDL.   

¶ Monitor bacteria in Pettaquamscutt Cove in accordance with the Narrow River TMDL.   

 

Public Education and Outreach Actions 

¶ Promote actions that can be taken by homeowners or individuals to keep water clean.  

¶ Promote support of watershed organizations. 
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Gaps in Information 

¶ Re-evaluate bacteria loading concentrations to the Narrow River to determine the amount 

of progress made towards the TMDL required load reductions.   

 

Plan Implementation 

¶ Initiate regular meetings of all 3 community representatives and NRPA to discuss 

successes, coordinate plan implementation, and identify plan revisions. 

 

 

Implementation 

 

The Narrow River Preservation Association (NRPA) is a key partner to promote implementation 

of this watershed plan.  NRPA has taken the lead on monitoring water quality conditions in the 

watershed; and actively works, together with its partners, to preserve, protect, and restore the 

natural environment.  Implementation of this plan will involve many stakeholders, each with 

identified action items.  Coordination and communication across the municipalities, the State, the 

NRPA, and other entities involved in protecting and restoring the water quality and aquatic 

habitats in the Narrow River Watershed is critical in order to achieve the goals of this plan.   
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I. Introduction 

 

A) Purpose of Plan 

 

The Narrow River Watershed (also referred to as the Pettaquamscutt River) has long been 

recognized as a special place.  The scenic beauty of the Narrow River, the ecological resources 

of the estuary and wetlands, the historic and cultural resources along the rivers, and the 

opportunities for water-based recreation, including fishing, shellfishing, and swimming in the 

watershed are important values to the local communities and to the State of Rhode Island. This 

watershed also supports a drinking water supply, a coastal National Wildlife Refuge, and is home 

to many residents and some local businesses.   

 

Protecting these water resources is important for the quality of life for the surrounding 

communities and to the well-being of the State of Rhode Island.  In some areas of the watershed, 

these water resources (both groundwater and surface water) are of excellent quality.  However, in 

other areas, waterbodies are not meeting their designated water quality goals.  For example, the 

Narrow River has a shellfishing ban due to high levels of bacteria.   

 

 

 

 
Kayaking on the Narrow River  
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The purpose of this watershed plan is to identify strategies and actions to protect, and where 

necessary, to restore the water resources and aquatic habitats in the Narrow River Watershed.  A 

watershed plan takes a comprehensive approach by considering all aspects of the hydrologic 

system (See Figure 1).  Known and potential sources of pollution and stressors to aquatic 

environments are identified and existing and needed efforts to address these problems in each 

community are evaluated.  The key element of the plan is the determination and prioritization of 

protection and restoration actions while making the most efficient use of financial, 

administrative, and organizational resources. 

 

Figure 1.  Watershed and Hydrologic Cycle Diagram 

 
Source: modified from 

https://www.dep.pa.gov/Citizens/JustForKids/Water/Watershed/Pages/WhatIs.aspx 

 

Watershed ï is the total area of land where all the water that is under it or drains off it goes 

to the same waterbody. Topography is the key element to establishing watershed 

boundaries. See Map 1 for Narrow River Watershed boundary. 

 

Watershed-Based Plan ï is a strategy and a work plan for achieving water resource goals 

in a watershed. It includes a description of the existing water quality conditions, identifies 

and prioritizes problems, and outlines what needs to be done to restore and protect the 

water resources and aquatic habitats of the watershed. 

https://www.dep.pa.gov/Citizens/JustForKids/Water/Watershed/Pages/WhatIs.aspx
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The Narrow River Watershed is fortunate to have been the focus of considerable study and 

funding to improve water quality and aquatic habitats.  Previously developed regional 

management plans have involved extensive research and stakeholder participation.  Large areas 

of the watershed have been sewered, and over $2,111,531 in state and federal grant funds have 

been invested for planning and installing stormwater best management practices (BMPs).  This 

speaks to the magnitude of the problem, the sensitivity of the watershed, and the dedication 

towards improving the conditions.  However, the work is not complete, and a more concerted 

effort is needed to counteract the negative impacts development has had on the water quality and 

aquatic habitats of the watershed.   

 

This watershed is also fortunate to have a number of very dedicated local groups committed to 

protecting and celebrating the land and water resources in the Narrow River Watershed.  The 

Comprehensive Plans for the three communities in the Narrow River Watershed recognize the 

value of water resources and include goals and policies to protect and restore water quality.  

These existing efforts should take the recommendations from this watershed plan and implement 

them in order to accelerate success in restoring and protecting the Narrow River Watershed for 

current and future generations. 
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Map 1 






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































